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Amy Tan, a representative of Chinese American writers, is famed all over the 
world for delineating the mother-daughter relationship and exploring how to bridge the 
gap between Chinese immigrant mothers and Americanized daughters. In her works, 
cultural conflict, generational gap and emotional disturbance always appeal to a wide 
circle of readers. In 2001, Amy Tan published The Bonesetter’s Daughter, which 
achieved both popular and critical acclaim. As the most personal novel, it centers on 
the relationship between mothers and daughters again, depicting the emotional 
experience of three generations in one maternal lineage.  
The thesis, from the perspective of Third World feminism, explores that Amy 
Tan strives for seeking women’s effaced voice and highlights the way in which 
Chinese and Chinese American women articulate their inner voices and express their 
needs. It is mainly divided into four parts. Chapter One briefly summarizes Third 
World feminism and Amy Tan’s literary achievement. Chapter Two illustrates that the 
three female characters---Precious Auntie, LuLing and Ruth, break silence through 
constructing their female subjectivities in different contexts. Chapter Three focuses on 
Amy Tan’s writing strategies. In The Bonesetter’s Daughter, Tan’s writing 
skill---“quilting” implies the interweaving of female narrative voice, talk-story and 
mother tongue. The metaphorical “quilting” can be traced back to her preceding novels, 
The Joy Luck Club, The Kitchen God’s Wife, and The Hundred Secret Senses. It is used 
to reflect women’s sensibility and spirit. Chapter Four analyzes the interrelation 
between The Bonesetter’s Daughter and Amy Tan’s family history. With the 
combination of her own living background, Amy Tan presents Ruth’s growing process 
so as to chart a strenuous but inspiring journey for tens of thousands of Chinese 
American women who are often at a loss of how to define themselves in a 
doubly-marginalized situation.  
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With the development of minority literature, such as, African literature, Jewish 
literature, etc., more and more readers and critics show their great interest in Chinese 
American writers and their works with ethnicity, identity and gender. Amy Tan is one 
of the most significant contemporary Chinese American writers. Her novels receive 
popular success. She is among the first Chinese American writers who bring Chinese 
American culture and experience to a wide circle of readers. She is also the first 
Chinese American writer, possessing a novel which has ever remained on the New 
York Times best-seller list for nine months.  
Until now, Amy Tan has already published five novels---The Joy Luck Club, The 
Kitchen God’s Wife, The Hundred Secret Senses, The Bonesetter’s Daughter, and 
Saving Fish from Drowning. Amy Tan’s fourth novel, The Bonesetter’s Daughter is by 
far her most personal work. It presents the multi-layered story of Ruth Young, her 
Chinese mother LuLing, and her grandmother Precious Auntie as an exploration of the 
complex relationship between mothers and daughters. In this novel, Tan discovers her 
Chinese heritage and explores themes of despair, loss, belonging and memory. What is 
striking is the voice of each female character. Compared with Tan’s first three 
novels---The Joy Luck Club, The Kitchen God’s Wife, and The Hundred Secret Senses, 
Tan’s focus in The Bonesetter’s Daughter is narrower and more intense: not the octet 
of characters and narratives in The Joy Luck Club but a single story encompassing a 
lineage of three women. Through inviting readers to get involved in the emotional 
experience of three female characters, Tan achieves the purpose of searching for 
Chinese women’s lost voice. In this novel, three female characters have their own 
stages for speaking out their own voices in a systematic way.  
Third World feminism emphasizes the heterogeneity of women’s image and 
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Bonesetter’s Daughter in the context of Third World feminist politics. It explores how 
each female character articulates her own voice in different emotional experience and 
how Amy Tan develops her own writing skill---“quilting” that enables her to counter 
“western stereotypes” and effaced voice. What’s more, through presenting the 
mother-daughter relationship in this novel, the soothing voice observed from Chinese 
mother’s love runs through the novel, reemphasizing that despite differences of 
environment and culture, there is unchanging and deep bond between Chinese mothers 
and Americanized daughters. Chinese heritage is always in the bones of the 
Americanized daughter.  
This thesis can be divided into four chapters: 
Chapter One introduces Amy Tan’s literary achievement and her fourth novel 
The Bonesetter’s Daughter. In order to help readers to have a better understanding of 
Third World feminism, it briefly summarizes the main points of Third World feminism 
and how to apply this theory into The Bonesetter’s Daughter.  
Chapter Two, through employing “heterogeneity” and “subjectivity” in Third 
World feminism, explores how Precious Auntie, LuLing and Ruth voice against 
stereotypes and construct their own subjectivities in different contexts. It reveals 
silencing or distorting situation of Chinese and Chinese American women in history. 
Subsequently, “heterogeneity” and “subjectivity” in Third World feminism are used to 
point out the significance of elaborating women’s emotional experience as a criterion 
of self-definition. In the text, Chinese mother, Precious Auntie, challenges the 
patriarchal society with her wisdom and courage. LuLing, a Chinese immigrant, 
adheres to her Chineseness in the postcolonial context. As an Americanized daughter, 
Ruth succeeds in constructing her Chinese American identity.  
Chapter Three mainly deals with representation. Since many Chinese American 
female writers have no place in the white world, how to voice is a central site in the 
Third World women’s writing. Through analyzing the writing technique of Amy Tan’s 















talk-story and mother tongue. Female narrative voice clearly reveals female sensibility 
in different emotional experience. Talk-story implies women’s spirit in the mainstream 
culture. Mother tongue suggests cultural heritage in a doubly marginalized situation. 
Chapter Four, with the combination of Tan’s background, centers on the 
wholeness of mothers and daughters. Through Ruth’s personal growth, Tan especially 
charts a strenuous but inspiring journey for many Chinese American women. It could 
be observed that the solidarity between mothers and daughters serves as the magical 













A Voice of Their Own: Reading Amy Tan’s The Bonesetter’s Daughter from the Point of View of Third World Feminism  
 
Chapter One  Amy Tan and Third World Feminism 
 
1.1 Amy Tan and Her Literary Career  
Nowadays, many Chinese American writers, such as, Sui Sin Far, Jade Snow 
Wong, Maxine Hong Kingston, Louis Chou, Amy Tan, etc. have already earned their 
places among American writers for they create the engaging Chinese and Chinese 
American characters. Sui Sin Far becomes “one of the first to speak for an 
Asian-American sensibility that [is] neither Asian nor white American” (qtd. in Young 
110). With the pride in her Chinese heritage and own experience, Sui Sin Far 
concentrates on the Chinese in the United States rather than portray exotic and 
westernalized China. Her Mrs. Spring Fragrance exhibits a type of individuality and 
Chinese American women’s sensibility. Maxine Hong Kingston’s writing has the ring 
of reality and fantasy, in part because she draws the material from a lifetime of 
documents, and understands Chinese traditions, rituals, and history only from her 
mother’s talk-story. In this book, she explores her individual feminist identity in 
addition to her ethnicity. The self-liberation of “the woman warrior” impresses readers 
with the growing senses of feminism. Among these Chinese American writers, Amy 
Tan is considered as one of the most significant Chinese American writers. Her works 
achieves both popular and critical acclaim, and appeals to her largely female 
readership because of her skill to present the misunderstanding that occurs between 
women of different generations. Many critics have praised her storytelling as well as 
her poetic use of language in the exploration of a woman’s search for identity.  
 
1.1.1Amy Tan’s Major Works and Their Critical Reviews  
Until now, Amy Tan has already published five novels, including The Joy Luck 
Club (1989), The Kitchen God’s Wife (1991), The Hundred Secret Senses (1985), The 
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Moon Lady (1992), The Chinese Siamese Cat (1994), and some short stories and 
essays. Tan’s novels, mainly focusing on the mother-daughter relationship, often 
reveal cultural conflict, generational gap and emotional disturbance. However, Tan 
never simply repeats the same plot. According to Susan Balee in a Philadelphia 
Inquirer review, although Tan often suggests the same topic---mother-daughter 
relationship, “[novels] don’t grow stale with repetition” (“Amy Tan”). “In this, Tan is 
perhaps like Jane Austen…. After all, [Austen’s] details vary from novel to novel, she 
[finds] new ways to approach and explicate her subject. Tan does the same thing with 
another archetypal subject, and … like Austen, she will enjoy a secular place of her 
last book” (“Amy Tan”). Indeed, each character, especially each female character in 
her novels has her own emotional experience. Tan, with a feminist view of ethnic 
Americans, provides readers with different female characters who overcome obstacles 
in a racist and patriarchal society. 
The first legendary novel---The Joy Luck Club not only earns her star status in 
the publishing world for it touches the hearts of millions of readers but also helps her 
to win numerous awards: such as, the Bay Area Book Reviews Award for fiction, the 
Commonwealth Club Award, etc.. Many critics praise The Joy Luck Club, which has 
been translated into seventeen languages, including Chinese, as an appealing and 
thoughtful novel. Nancy Wigston maintains that The Joy Luck Club is “a first novel 
that you keep thinking about, keeping telling your friends about long after you’ve 
finished reading it” (“Amy Tan”) in the review of the Toronto Glove and Mail. “Dorris 
placed that book within the realm of true literature, which is ‘writing that makes a 
difference, that alters the way we understand the world and ourselves, that transcends 
topicality, and by those criteria, The Joy Luck Club is the real thing’” (“Amy Tan”). 
Chinese American critic Pin-chia Feng concludes that “moreover, [Tan’s] 
work---which comes more than a dozen years after Maxine Hong Kingston’s The 
Woman Warrior (1976)---has helped to create a renaissance of Chinese American 













A Voice of Their Own: Reading Amy Tan’s The Bonesetter’s Daughter from the Point of View of Third World Feminism  
devotes herself to writing. 
In 1991, Tan published a second novel---The Kitchen God’s Wife. By the time of 
writing this novel, she is adept at delineating human feelings and inserting suspense, 
sense impressions, and symbolic images. The novel distills the mother-daughter 
tension to one pair, and wedges the main plot line of daughter Peal Louie Brandt’s 
relationship with her mother Winnie. In order to bridge the gap between mother and 
daughter, Winnie begins to tell Pearl the whole story about her young womanhood in 
China. The ending of the text suggests that hope has already been passed as a gift to 
the younger generation. Reviewer Constance Casey of the San Diego Union applauds 
the work as “a page-turner ‘spanning decades and leaping oceans’” (qtd. in Snodgrass 
94). For most readers, the novel succeeds in offering feminist insight into family 
alienation and proposing redress through talk-story. In 1995, Tan observed a sisterhood 
between an Amerasian, Olivia Yee Laguni, and her Chinese half-sister, Kwan Li, and 
followed the clash between them in the third novel The Hundred Secret Senses. 
Kwan’s experience explains how a person can overcome sorrow by seeing spirits and 
viewing life as the process. It takes many years for Kwan’s sister Olivia to accept 
wisdom from the past. The novel is confronted with numerous reviews. “Gail Caldwell 
of the Boston Globe acknowledged the author’s wisdom and skill at engrossing 
narration. Penelope Mesic, book editor for the Chicago Tribune, lauded the work’s 
consistency of action and abundant detail” (Snodgrass 76-77). From these reviews, the 
major characteristics of novel can be summarized as its outstanding narrative skill and 
details of story. Unlike Tan’s first two novels, the third novel focuses on spiritualism 
and realism through Kwan’s yin eyes, which become an effective way of strengthening 
the author’s storytelling.  
 
1.1.2 Amy Tan and The Bonesetter’s Daughter  
In 2001, Tan published The Bonesetter’s Daughter which she considered as “the 
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